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UM’S GEOLOGY FIELD CAMP:

IT’S NO PLACE FOR R0CKH0UNDS

By Virginia Vickers Braun
Office of University Relations
University of Montana
MISSOULA-The University of Montana's summer field course in geology, which is
jointly run with Purdue University, has a reputation for being one of the
toughest, and one of the finest, in the nation.
Ivan Sanderson, professor of geosciences at Purdue, said professors at
other schools tend to do a lot of "arm-waving geology"--that is, pointing
out geological features from the road, during their summer field courses.
UM's program, by contrast, is best summed up by UM Professor Graham
"Gray" Thompson as a "real nose-down, bottom-up" mapping course.
"A job looks like a vacation after this," he said.
Geology students spend eight hours a day hiking over rugged sagebrush^
covered terrain in the scorching heat, pouring rain or onslaughts of mosquitoes,
whatever the conditions happen to be.

In the evenings they may spend up to

another eight hours working on the maps they are reauired to turn in.

There

is little time off; and lack of sleep, together with the hard physical exercise,
wears down those in the best of shape.
Geologically the Dillon area is ideal for learning how to map.

Since

the climate is dry, the vegetation is sparse and the geological formations
(over)

easy to recognize.

Also a tremendous variety of rock types and geological

structures is visible around the area.
The sedimentary rocks are generally the easiest to map because these
rocks are deposited sequentially in layers.

However, Thompson explained,

movements in the earth's crust cause these layers to fold and shift, sometimes
thrusting older rocks above the younger ones.

The students must learn to

identify the various formations, which recur throughout the West, in order
to understand what lies hidden beneath the surface.
After the students practice mapping in relatively simple areas

consisting

of folded and faulted sedimentary rocks, they are assigned the more complicated
task of mapping in the volcanics and metamorphic rocks.
'It's like mapping marble cake," Thompson said.

"Or like doing a

three-dimensional jigsaw puzzle with 90 percent of the pieces missing."
For their final project, the students are expected to map an area of
about 12 square miles in six days.
With the aid of aerial photographs, they must locate and mark the
boundaries between the various rock formations on topographic maps.

Using

this information, they also prepare separate cross sections of the area
showing the substructures.
While the professors work closely with the students on their maps early
in the course, by the end of the course the students must decipher the geology
by themselves.

And, Thompson says, that's what's exciting.

This is the course where a whole lot of classroom work comes together
and they discover they can figure it out by themselves," he said.

"You can

just see the lights going on in people's heads."
The summer field camp has been jointly run for the past five years and
is a good way to cut costs and to bring students from both schools into
contact with new faculty and with each other, Sanderson said.
(more)

About 40

geology field camp--add tyo

students are enrolled in each of the two sessions held during the summer.
UM Professors Thompson and Dave Alt

taught the first session, held June 13-

July 15, together with Sanderson from Purdue.

UM Professor Robert Weidman,

along with two Purdue professors, taught the second session, July 15-Aug. 15.
Getting a good grade in field geology, which is required for graduation
at both universities, is important to employers, Thompson said.
"This is one of the courses companies look at to see how well students
did," he said.
Many students look back on summer field camp as an initiation of sorts.
To have survived the five-week course is a matter of pride; to have done
well could have a great influence on their future.
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